RESTORATION OF THE FIRST EUROPEAN 
UNIVERSITY - ST. CLEMENT’S 
UNIVERSITY IN OHRID 


Pasko Kuzman revisited 


As we know, in the frameworks of our secular and spiritual history, St. Clement’s 
University existed from the end of the 9th century until the beginning of the 10th, that is 
to say until the death of St. Clement Ohridski, the first Macedonian Archiepiscope, 
spiritual guide and main architect of the medieval alphabetization and education of 
Macedonian people, and finally a saint. In the historical sense, this early Middle Ages 
educational and cultural institution is recognized as the First Macedonic University, and 
the oldest one in Europe. 

In the course of his activity it is known that St. Clement and his associates educated 
over 3,500 students, who, after his death, spread further his teachings, knowledge, and 
literacy among the Macedonian people, and also contributed to the expansion of Christian 
religion across the Macedonian countries and further. In the course of 10th and 11th 
centuries in these librarian and literacy centers studied and worked great number of 
literacy scholars, which were direct pupils of St. Clement and St. Naum. In that period of 
one hundred years (916-1018) were created numerous literacy monuments, which in first 
hand were written in Glagolitic, but soonafter had began the parallel Glagolitic-Cyrillic 
transcription. From the ten oldest preserved Cyrillic evangels eight were created in the 
10th century Ohrid literacy school. The precise dating and localization was made possible 
and published in the studies by Russian scholar V. Moshin.' 

The reflections of St. Clement’s University were felt long after and throughout the 
Middle Ages, and they are celebrated even today within the millennial religious traditions 
of our Macedonian cultural and spiritual heritage. The space where St. Clement’s 
University was situated is the PlaoSnik hill in Ohrid, in the vicinity and around the St. 
Clement’s church of St. Panteleimon, on the south pedestal of the Tsar Samoil’s fortress. 
The cultural and educational processes most probably were taking place in the monastery 
compound, in the monastery night’s lodgings, in the tree-lined path and under the trees of 
Plaosnik. The holy PlaoSnik complex is probably the most important cultural and historic 
site in the Ohrid region, and its long history expands across several cultural horizons. As 
from the prehistory until today represents one of the most significant archaeological sites 
in the Macedonian Peninsula and one of the most sacred places in Europe, where the 
progression of Macedonian civilization was incessantly taking place. 

As long back as from the Neolithic, as well as in the later prehistoric periods (Bronze 
and Iron Ages), human settlements and temples were present on PlaoSnik and his vicinity. 
In the Ancient period most probably here was the temple of Leivino Dionis, the god of 
wine (highly praised Macedonian divinity in ancient Lihnitida, i.e. the Ohrid region, and 
the rest of Macedonia). Reintegrated into Macedonian territory under Filip Il of Macedon 





* “Ancient Cyrillic Manuscripts” and “Paleographic Album of Southslavic Cyrillic Script” by 
Vladimir Moshin (1966), published in Macedonia in 2011. 


and Alexander the Great, and later as Lihnidos it was equally important regional center 
during the Roman occupation. In the 3rd century AD St. Erasmus baptized there 20,000 
Lihnidians (i.e. Ohridians) into Christian religion. From the 4th to the 6th century two 
early-Christian basilicas were erected on this space, both with monumental cathedral 
dimensions: the one of a four-leaf clover shape, the other with five-naves, and both with 
glorious architectural elements and luxurious mosaics on the floors. These sacral 
architectonic monuments tell us that it was exactly on this space that operated the 
metropolitan archiepiscopal center of the then Roman province of New Epirus. In the 
middle of the five-naves early Christian basilica, late on (at the end of the 6th and the 
beginning of the 7th century), a small three-leaf clover church was built. At the end of the 
9th century St. Clement restored the small three-leaf clover church that had been 
destroyed and he dedicated the restored church to the Saint Doctor Panteleimon. Later on, 
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St. Clement additionally expanded this building with walls to the west. On this space and 
at that time he started his historic mission that occupies an exclusively important place in 
the Macedonian sacral and secular history. Namely, in the space of this religious complex 


a strong Christian enlightening, alphabetization, and literature activity of St. Clement 
Ohridski was developed. He was one of the best pupils of Ss. Cyril and Methodius, who 
with his activity managed to raise his academy to the level of a university, an educational 
and enlightening institution that met the criteria of that time. In AD 916, following his 
death, he was buried in the very church that he rebuilt and where he was serving, in the 
grave that he had prepared for himself. 

The influence of the St. Clement Ohridski teachings and importance of Ohrid 
Archiepiscopacy grew exponentially. In AD 995 under the jurisdiction of the Macedonian 
Apostolic Church, then situated both in Ohrid and Prilep, were the following eparchies: 
Prespa, Devol, Glavenitsa (Lat. Cephalonia), Iraklea (Lat. Heraclea, today Bitola), 
Morodvis, Meglen, Tiveriopol (Lat. Tiberiopolis, today Strumitsa), Ber (Lat. Beroia), Ser 
(Lat. Serres), Larisa, Navpact, Draé (Lat. Dyrachium), Skopje, Ulpiana (today Lipljan), 
Prizren, Ras, Srem (Lat. Sirmium), Belgrad, Brani¢evo, Vidin (i.e. Budin), Triade (or 
Sredets, today Sofia), NiS (Lat. Naisus), Velbuzd, and Preslav. 

At the end of the 15th century, after being totally demolished, over the remains of 
St. Clement’s church a ‘Sultan Mehmed’ mosque was erected, but after some time it 
ceased to be used for religious purposes. Since here at one place, in different periods of 
world’s history pagan temples used to be erected, thenafter early Christian churches, 
Middle Ages Christian churches, and finally a mosque was erected, thus PlaoSnik is 
actually one of the most sacred places in the world. 

PlaoSnik complex right now, on the outset of the 3rd millennium, experiences its 
great revival. On the occasion of 2000 years of Christianity in Macedonia, the first phase 





Above: restoration from the very rubles of the 9th century central basilica of the St. 
Klement Ohridski University at PlaoSnik, on the shores of Lake Ohrid 


of the big reconstruction project was completed — the full restoration of St. Clement’s 
church of St. Panteletmon on Plao8nik hill in Ohrid. The second phase of this project is 
the restoration of St. Clement’s University, which has finally succeeded to see the light of 


day as a national project of the Republic of Macedonia. The government of the Republic 
of Macedonia decided to restore this cultural and enlightening monument of the 
Macedonian history and together with St. Clement’s church St. Panteletmon on Plaosnik 
the totality of the church and secular focus will flash again on the most sacred place for 
Macedonia and for the entire Macedonian nation. The restored university is projected to 
have galleries of icons, libraries, seminars, places for literature, scientific and other 
centers, and an educational system within the Macedonian Orthodox Church, which 
means that maybe a modern Theological School or a Theological University will open 
there (depending on the decision of the Holy Synod of the Macedonian Orthodox Church 
— Ohrid Archiepiscopacy). 

The architectonic forms that will complete the ambience entirety of PlaoSnik 
University complex will have to be incorporated in the space so as to represent a 
symbiosis of all relevant circumstances: sacral and secular, historic and modern, as well 
as the environmental. 


DYNAMICS OF THE ACTIVITIES 


First of all, at the beginning it was necessary to create a ‘Restoration Board’ (by the end 
of 2006), composed of eminent experts from the Macedonian cultural and scientific ranks 
of society, who will design the program of activities and will stand behind the 
accomplishment of the project. 

In March 2007 systematic archaeological excavations started on adequate spaces on 
PlaoSnik that had been run throughout the year. Parallel with these activities, the ‘Project 
Program’ for the construction of monastery night’s lodgings started and they will be 
designed for modern conditions usage. 

In the 2nd half of 2007 there was a bid for architectural groups proposals for the 
preparation of the Conceptual Project. From the end of 2007 to the end of April 2008 the 
preparations for the Main Project were completed. 

From the middle of 2008 by the end of 2009 the total activities were completed in 
conformity with the anticipated program. We believe that this endeavor of capital 
importance for the Macedonian history and culture will unite the sacral and secular 
achievements of the Macedonian people at this time, together with the restoration of St. 
Clement’s spirit and St. Clement’s time that have always served as an inspiration for the 
preservation of the unique Macedonian identity. 


(Extracted from the “Macedonian Affairs” - Analyses of Macedonian Politics, Economy and 
Society. Skopje, Dec 2006 / Jan 2007, Vol. VI, No.1 ) 


CESSATION OF THE ACTIVITIES 


Today the St. Clement University is practically finished, and represents a monumental 
complex of several sacral temples and other functional buildings. Unfortunately the 
politics got in the way and the opening of the university was postponed several times 
because of the increasingly corrupted political situation in the Republic of Macedonia as 
of 2017. The conflict between the old and new administration has been raised for the 
additional costs of the new council, that wanted a piece of the financial cake too. Thus the 





audit of the Office for Protection of Cultural Heritage showed that instead of the planned 
6.5 million euros for the construction, a total of 12 million euros have been spent so far 
through several new annexes to the contracts, but the facility is still not operational. A key 
problem in the entire implementation of the project is that the Office for Protection of 
Cultural Heritage has no authority, nor finances to build a new building, as requested by 
the new administration. The inferences for this are in the hands of the Ministry of Culture, 
the auditors said. 

The second problem is that the complex is being built in an area where archaeological 
excavations have been carried out, in the "Old Town" area of Ohrid which belongs to the 
category of protected cultural heritage of special importance, and in which the law clearly 
stipulates which construction actions can or cannot be taken. UNESCO recommendations 
accepted the revision and the additional costs had not been reduced. According to the 
documents reviewed by the auditors, UNESCO in 2013 recommended reducing the 


number of levels of the building, but not to build the affiliates of world universities and 
the Computer Center. "The report of the ICOMOS / UNESCO Advisory Mission of 
12.12.2013 notes that the project is incompatible with the universal value of the World 
Heritage Site and proposed the reduction of the number of levels," the audit report said. 

However, the Office for Protection of Cultural Heritage, despite such a 
recommendation, although it officially implemented it, didn’t make a new contract to 
reduce the levels and costs of construction. Initially, the estimated value of the two 
buildings that were not constructed was 2.6 million euros, which were paid from the 
budget of Republic of Macedonia. For the restoration of the University of PlaoSnik, two 
basic contracts were signed, which later increased the price with a dozen annex contracts, 
which resulted with postponing the deadline for the end of the construction. On the other 
side the management didn’t receive approval from the government to extend the 
construction deadline with the same contractor in conditions when the deadline has 
expired. The removal of competencies however didn’t prevent the unplanned 
constructions both in Struga and Ohrid. In connection with this tender, against the then 
director of the PlaoSnik University Project Office, Pasko Kuzman, the financial police in 
2018 filed criminal charges on suspicion of abuse of official position and authority. 
Apart from that according to the report from 2018, the state budget was damaged by 
240.000 euros, because the contractor in PlaoSnik University, the criminal Tetovo 
representative office of "Konstruktor Engineering" from Split, Croatia, falsely stated that 
materials were procured for the construction of the building and that construction work 
was performed. 

Millennial saga of the St. Clement’s University on Plaosnik is not finished yet. 
According to the last revision the implementation of this project violated the laws for 
public procurement, the contracts for the deadline of the construction works were broken 
and are not in compliance with the provisions for penalty points. The complex that was 
built on PlaoSnik, if and when finished, should consist of the Faculty of Theology, the 
Monastery Residence, the Residential Building, the Affiliation of World Universities, and 
the Computer Center. 





